CHAPTER 1: PROCESS AS DEFINED BY AN AMATEUR
Asking an actor about their "process" usually produces a lengthy conversation about the steps they take when first approaching a role. They will talk about finding operative words, the detective work required to suss out a character's true intentions, the physical exploration, or the elaborate personal history they've crafted based on the three lines their character speaks in the script. This laundry list of performance principles gives actors a constant upon which to hang their hats. No matter what situation a performer finds themselves in, they know the mechanisms of creation that rest in their artistic toolbox. It provides a sense of safety within a chaotic and uncertain field. Processes are good.
Most academic institutions approach theatrical education from a process driven perspective. The students are given specialized training from artists who have worked in the field. Each professor has had their own training in a handful of acting techniques. They filter that knowledge through their own experiences in order to forge a partially unique approach to the craft of acting. That style is then passed to the students who filter it through their experiences, and eventually conclude with a marginally altered version of their instructor's methods. This is what creates the modern, collective understanding of acting.
Even if two conversing actors studied techniques originally penned by different authors, they can inevitably find common vocabulary and common ideas. Each generations adds and modifies the ideas that came before causing older methods to blend and take new shape. Like particles in an accelerator, the ideas of Sandford Meisner collide with Jerzy Grotowski or Patsy Rodenburg, and give birth to something new and powerful. This process has been accelerated by modern technology, and our increasingly global community. Their are no longer any significant barriers to knowledge. Artists can read a fellow artist's ideas from across the globe and immediately incorporate them into their local community.
Students of acting are bombarded by an almost overwhelming amount of opinions on how to approach their craft. Professors offer strong beliefs honed over years of practice, articles and books give exposure to a seemingly infinite array of contradictory and complimentary concepts, and peers provide loudly proclaimed opinions created by whatever image macro their high school drama teacher posted on Facebook. This deluge of thespian theses shape a student's understanding of their own process. Eventually, they must dissect this plethora of performance possibilities, and stitch the pieces into a monstrosity they can call their own.
Creating a process is a difficult undertaking, but it can be essential in grounding an actors
work. An actor's process is a self created set of "laws" applied to a naturally lawless craft. An environment free of constants can be troublesome to navigate, and technique can be the buoyant log lifting a drowning performer's head above water. Like a well made surfboard, an actor's process provides the safety and stability needed to properly shred a script's righteous waves. I am here to say that processes are good, and that I don't have one.
CHAPTER 2: THE EASIEST PART
When discussing starting a career in acting, people tend to parrot an old saying: "If you can do anything besides acting… do it!" This is a phrase often spoken by people working in the business. It is used to drive home the point that acting is a difficult career, and that if you could choose a different path then the safe, easy choice would be to take it. I think this is a troublesome cliche. It is just one of many scare tactics used to "protect" young actors by driving them away from an over-saturated and unstable market. For a lot of aspiring actors it is the first things they hear about the business. It also feeds into this idea of "acting is an honor" that I see expressed so frequently in schools. The concept is that working as an actor requires sacrifice and suffering, and that only those who are willing to give it all can ever truly succeed.
Phrases like the one above are born out of a desire to protect people. The reality is that acting can be a difficult career. Very few people manage to make it their full time job, and even fewer gain any sort of acclaim or notoriety from the craft. I understand the need to communicate that truth. We don't want graduating classes filled with naive performers unprepared for the harsh realities of the business. I also understand how, for many professionals, being an actor can feel like a badge of honor. Actors study and work for years with no guarantee of success. When someone finally finds that success, the ability to call themselves a working actor feels like an immense achievement. This justifies the suffering that came before, but it also does something far more insidious. It creates the idea that in order to succeed as an actor, you have to suffer first.
When suffering becomes a given, theatrical training begins to include training on how to suffer more successfully. Of course, no university places that on their plan of study. Those lessons are couched in other more benign ideas. If you're an acting student and you're curious if you're being taught to suffer just look for the phrase, "In the professional world…". Students are constantly made aware that they are in an academic setting, and that the rules are different in a professional one. When a student is struggling to accomplish something, professors frequently choose to inform them of how much easier things are in the academic word. It is the stick that beats the horse, a reminder that any struggle you face in school will be multiplied ten fold upon graduation. Every minor academic failure becomes evidence of a lack of preparedness for the future because if you fail in school you've failed at the easiest part.
CHAPTER 3: THE EVIL OF STANDARDS
Art of any kind is ultimately a subjective experience. The majority of an audience, critics, and other professional may agree that a particular performance was an example of "bad acting", but some may have greatly enjoyed the work. The definition of bad acting can also shift from show to show, year to year. Techniques learned fifty years ago look stiff and stilted when viewed with a modern lens. Shows also have unique styles, and what works for one may stick out like a sore thumb in another. A negative assessment of a work can come from many different places, and not all of them relate to acting. The consumer may have problems with the script, the direction, or just miss the point of the piece. When working on a show and putting it up for the audience, it is easy enough to tell yourself that art is subjective. We can calm the sour moods caused by bad reviews with the soothing balm of subjectivity. Unfortunately, learning requires objectivity.
Teaching any sort of theatrical technique in an academic setting naturally requires a set of standards that the students must strive to reach. Students must be graded, and constructive feedback needs to be given. So how does someone create this set of standards? Most base it on their own experience and training, some chart out individual plans of study based on what they've observed from students. Neither method is perfect, but some method is required.
Standards are a necessary evil.
A students ultimate priority is to satisfy their teacher. Some teacher say that acting students should work for themselves, focus on what they need. This is an impossible task. The feedback from a teacher has to be acknowledged, progress has to be made in the direction they specify.
They control the feedback; they control the grade. This can be an effective way to learn a new technique. You practice, train, and struggle until your rendition of the technique is as close the professor's standards as possible. This gives you a great overview of the new subject, and learning things someone else's way is the first step in finding your own.
So where is the evil? The harm lies in how this process impacts a student as they exit an academic setting. Theatrical schooling is rabid fire exposure to a hundred different ideas and techniques. After learning something new, there is little to no time for a student to explore how that new technique fits into their approach to the craft. Students practice what they can in the roles they are given, but inevitably have to shift focus to the next new idea. When the time to spread wings arrives, students exit a program with a process cobbled together from the various techniques they learned, and at least partially defined by the standards of their professors. More time is required to create an individual standard, and shake off the one prescribed by the instructor.
CHAPTER 4: WHERE DO I COME IN?
Discussing the flaws of theatre academia is essential to understanding how I view the actor's process. My acting has been almost exclusively shaped in an academic settings. From two years at an arts high school, to four years acquiring a BFA, to the three years However, my work in shows proved much more successful. This would become a running theme in my time at the university. It reflects my core belief that I am not a good student.
Academia is difficult, but the process of creating a play is where I thrive. Throughout my life professors have had problems with me, but I have never had a complaint from a director. My fear of disappointing my teachers made my primary objective to prove myself to them. My work in grad school became a tug of war between working to please others and working to improve myself. Those two things can appear very similar on the surface, but the intent makes all the difference. When I entered a class trying to "succeed" at whatever was being taught, I continued to find myself running in to walls. Even when I succeeded, I did not understand how to apply my success to anything beyond the classroom. Work that was praised in class did not function on stage.
Most of my classes were affected by this insecurity. I'd work hard to please the professor, receive positive feedback, and then find myself hitting an unexpected wall. I'd frequently get stuck on some section of the class, a concept I just couldn't wrap my head around. At some point each semester I would become frustrated, and allow my anxiety to pull me away from the work.
I'd pay less attention in class and work less at home. Eventually I'd either break through, or the subject of the class would change, but I was never able to find any real consistency in my work. 
